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“Unity”
Ephesians 4:1-6; Psalm 133 June 25, 2017

Do you remember the story of Pentecost that we 
commemorated a few weeks ago? According to Acts, the 
last words of Jesus to his followers included a promise that 
they would receive power when the Holy Spirit came upon 
them. Through this power they would be his witnesses 
“in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends 
of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Acts 2 records the fulfillment of 
this promise when a strong wind filled the house where 
followers of Jesus were staying. According to the narrative, 
they were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in 
other languages. A crowd consisting of people “from every 
nation under heaven” heard them speaking in the native 
languages of all those gathered. They were understandably 
“amazed and perplexed” by this occurrence and wondered 
among themselves what it meant.

One of the most significant features of this meaning can 
be summed up in one word: plurality. In other words, the 
story of Pentecost tells us that the one faith of the church 
will always be expressed in many voices. Hence, our theme 
for the summer here at Second: One Faith, Many Voices. 
This means that no single voice, tradition, culture, or 
perspective is capable of bearing full and complete witness 
to the beauty and magnificence of God. All have something 
to contribute to the whole and none are without value.

In relating these many voices to the One Faith, the Bible 
presents us with the metaphor of the community as a 
body in chapter twelve of Paul’s first letter to the church 
at Corinth. Here we read that the Spirit is at work forming 
a community out of many parts in which a diversity of 
gifts are given for the edification of the whole church  
(1 Corinthians 12:4-7): “Now there are varieties of gifts, 
but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of services, but 
the same Lord; and there are varieties of activities, but it 
is the same God who activates all of them in everyone. To 
each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common 
good.” The many voices represent the work of the Spirit in 
enabling the community to bear witness to the Kingdom of 
God with each one providing particular understandings on 
behalf of the rest for the edification of the whole in witness 
to one common Lord.

This reminds us that the plurality of the one faith is not 
a problem to be overcome. Rather, it is the intention and 

blessing of God for both the church and the world. As the 
African theologian Lamin Sanneh puts it: “For most of us 
it is difficult enough to respect those with whom we might 
disagree, to say nothing of those who might be different 
from us in culture, language, and tradition. For all of us 
pluralism can be a rock of stumbling, but for God it is the 
cornerstone of the universal design.”

It is in the midst of proclaiming the polyphonic (many 
voiced) character of the one faith that the concept of unity 
extolled by the Psalm we’ve read this morning becomes 
so important. A commitment to plurality and difference 
allows for a healthy freedom of expression that is important 
for true harmony. But one of the great dangers of the 
freedom engendered by plurality is that it easily becomes 
the basis for discord and hostility as each asserts their 
freedom over against others. Paul warns about this in his 
letter to the churches in Galatia (5:13-15): “For you were 
called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use 
your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, but 
through love become slaves to one another. For the whole 
law is summed up in a single commandment, ‘You shall love 
your neighbor as yourself.’ If, however, you bite and devour 
one another, take care that you are not consumed by one 
another.”

In response to the danger of plurality and freedom 
turning into strife and violence, both the Hebrew Bible and 
the New Testament promote the goodness and importance 
of unity. Psalm 133 is a classic expression of unity: “How 
very good and pleasant it is when kindred live together in 
unity!” This assertion is illustrated in two ways consistent 
with Hebrew parallelism: through the anointing of Aaron 
and the dew of Mount Hermon. Both of these illustrations 
feature liquids: anointing oil and dew.

First, unity is “like the precious oil on the head, running 
down upon the beard, on the beard of Aaron, running 
down over the collar of his robes.” The reference to Aaron 
makes it clear that the oil referred to here is the fragrant 
and refreshing oil used to consecrate a Hebrew priest. 
This oil is precious—consisting of olive oil, liquid myrrh, 
and cinnamon among other spices—and fills the air with 
a sweet, pleasing aroma that signifies the goodness of 
pleasantness of life as it is intended by God. What is that 
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aroma for you? Close your eyes and imagine it: freshly 
brewed coffee in the morning; a stuffed turkey roasting 
in the oven on Thanksgiving or Christmas; freshly baked 
pies and treats cooling in the kitchen. That is what unity 
is like: a pleasing sweet aroma that fills the air and signifies 
worship, feasting, and celebration.

Second, unity is “like the dew of Hermon, which falls 
on the mountains of Zion.” Mount Hermon is well to the 
north of Jerusalem (aka Zion) and is the highest mountain 
in Israel. Its moisture runs into streams and rivulets that 
flow into the Jordan River, which runs north to south 
through Israel, irrigating and giving life to arid lands where 
infrequent rains lead to dry river beds and a lack of water. 
It is this scarcity of water in a dry land which makes the 
dews of Mount Hermon so precious. That is what unity is 
like: it travels far beyond its point of origin and gives life 
to distant lands.

The ancient readers of this Psalm would not have missed 
allusion to the flowing of oil and dew down from Aaron’s 
beard and the slopes of Mount Hermon to bring sweetness 
and life giving abundance to those around them. This is “A 
Song of Ascents,” a title given to fifteen Psalms (120-134) 
starting with that ascription. Many scholars believe the 
title indicates that these psalms were sung by worshippers 
as they ascended the road to Jerusalem and the Temple 
Mount. Others have suggested they were sung by Levitical 
priests as they ascended the steps to minister in the Temple. 
In either case, ancient readers would not have missed 
the significance of unity in worship flowing down from 
the Jerusalem Temple to bring goodness and life to the 
surrounding lands, and indeed all the earth. Think of the 
similarity with the promise of Jesus to his disciples at the 
beginning of Acts, “you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, 
in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” As 
the message of the gospel proclaimed by the followers of 
Jesus produces unity and peace it will bring goodness and 
life to all the earth. 

This is consistent with the Covenant God made with 
Abraham—that his people would be a blessing to the 
nations. In the midst of a world torn asunder by discord, 
God calls a people to tell a different story and live an 
alternative life. A life in which the social conventions 
that divide people from each other—race, ethnicity, 
gender, social/economic class, sexual orientation, political 
preferences, ideologies and any other construction that 
human beings can invent to suggest that some people are 
inferior and unworthy of God’s blessing—are set aside for 
a vision of unity in the midst of diversity and difference. 
One faith expressed in many voices committed to unity for 
the sake of the world.

This is God’s vision for the world—a peaceful and 

harmonious community in which everyone has enough 
and no one needs to be afraid. It is for this reason that 
the New Testament is so concerned with the unity of the 
church. If we fail at this point, no matter how right we 
may be regarding anything else we believe, we fail. Hence, 
the words of our New Testament lesson: “I therefore, the 
prisoner in the Lord, beg you to lead a life worthy of the 
calling to which you have been called, with all humility and 
gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, 
making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the 
bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit, just as you 
were called to the one hope of your calling, one Lord, one 
faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above 
all and through all and in all.”

We can’t control those around us, but we can commit 
ourselves, each one of us, to making every effort to 
maintaining the unity of the Spirit by cultivating the 
disciplines of humility, gentleness, patience, and forbearance 
in our lives. As each of us does this together among our 
families, friends, colleagues, fellow church members, and 
those we meet along life’s pathways, we will experience not 
only how very good and pleasant it is when kindred live 
together in unity, but also what the Psalmist identifies as the 
blessing of the Lord: “Life Evermore.”


